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      ‘A writer who has created a world of her own – a world claustrophobic and irrational which we enter each time with a sense of personal danger… Miss Highsmith is the poet of apprehension’ Graham Greene

      ‘Highsmith is a giant of the genre. The original, the best, the gloriously twisted Queen of Suspense’ Mark Billingham

      ‘One thinks of comparing Miss Highsmith only with herself; by any other standard of comparison, one must simply cheer’ Auberon Waugh

      ‘Highsmith was every bit as deviant and quirky as her mischievous heroes, and didn’t seem to mind if everyone knew it’ J. G. Ballard, Daily Telegraph

      ‘My suspicion is that when the dust has settled and when the chronicle of twentieth-century American literature comes to be written, history will place Highsmith at the top of the pyramid, as we should place Dostoevsky at the top of the Russian hierarchy of novelists’ A. N. Wilson, Daily Telegraph

      ‘One of the greatest modernist writers’ Gore Vidal

      ‘One closes most of her books with a feeling that the world is more dangerous than one had ever imagined’ Julian Symons, New York Times Book Review

      ‘For eliciting the menace that lurks in familiar surroundings, there’s no one like Patricia Highsmith’ Time

      ‘No one has created psychological suspense more densely and deliciously satisfying’ Vogue

      ‘Highsmith should be considered an essential postwar writer who captured the neurotic apprehensions of her times. By her hypnotic art Patricia Highsmith puts the suspense story into a toweringly high place in the hierarchy of fiction’ The Times

      ‘Highsmith writes the verbal equivalent of a drug – easy to consume, darkly euphoric, totally addictive… Highsmith belongs in the moody company of Dostoevsky or Angela Carter’ Time Out

      ‘Her novels, with their mysterious non sequiturs, weird pairings and attractions and moments of stifled comedy, have an unearthly sheen all their own… Highsmith was a genuine one-off, and her books will haunt you’ Daily Telegraph

      ‘To call Patricia Highsmith a thriller writer is true but not the whole truth: her books have stylistic texture, psychological depth, mesmeric readability’ Sunday Times

      ‘I can’t think of anyone else who writes the kind of novel Highsmith does, and can’t imagine anyone doing it with a fraction of her frightening talent’ Spectator

      ‘Patricia Highsmith’s novels are peerlessly disturbing… bad dreams that keep us thrashing for the rest of the night’ New York Times Book Review

      ‘An atmosphere of nameless dread, of unspeakable foreboding, permeates every page of Patricia Highsmith, and there’s nothing quite like it’ Boston Globe

      ‘Mesmerising… not to be recommended for the weak-minded and impressionable’ Washington Post
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      Patricia Highsmith (1921–1995) was born in Fort Worth, Texas, and moved to New York when she was six, where she attended the Julia Richman High School and Barnard College. In her senior year she edited the college magazine, having decided at the age of sixteen to become a writer. Her first novel, Strangers on a Train, was made into a classic film by Alfred Hitchcock in 1951. The Talented Mr Ripley, published in 1955, introduced the fascinating anti-hero Tom Ripley, and was made into an Oscar-winning film in 1999 by Anthony Minghella. Graham Greene called Patricia Highsmith ‘the poet of apprehension’, saying that she ‘created a world of her own – a world claustrophobic and irrational which we enter each time with a sense of personal danger’, and The Times named her no. 1 in their list of the greatest ever crime writers. Patricia Highsmith died in Locarno, Switzerland, in February 1995. Her last novel, Small g: A Summer Idyll, was published posthumously the same year.
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      Those in glass houses, we’re taught, shouldn’t throw stones.

      Patricia Highsmith – brittle, breakable – flung stones like Arthur in the opening line of People Who Knock on the Door, with calculated aim. We feel an urge to duck as we turn her pages. Or else we wrestle with our moral compass, thrown out of whack by her absolute deviation from the novel-writing norm. Highsmith is not in the business of allaying our fears. She wants us to dodge and swerve and come up short, to ask awkward questions of everyone, especially ourselves. Dear reader is not in her vocabulary.

      ‘Art is not always healthy,’ Highsmith said, ‘and why should it be?’

      We don’t read her books to feel better about ourselves, nor yet to pit our wits against hers. Whodunits were just ‘a silly way of teasing people’ when she wanted to seduce, perhaps even to pervert. She frees us from the confines of moral certitude to grant us an hour or three of leisurely ambivalence (some would say sin; plenty have said evil). Her theme is the grotesquerie of the everyday. Her monsters are you and me seen from an odd angle – across the dazzle of the Aegean sea, or in the sliding doors of a U-Bahn train. Her great joke was to write a crime novel without a crime (The Blunderer is perhaps her best example). Her great skill was to make us, dear readers, complicit. We squirm because her books are full of broken bits of mirror where we keep finding our own faces.

      Every writer enters into a pact with their readers, asking that we keep step and keep faith, suspend our disbelief to this or that degree, and of course pay attention. Highsmith demands close attention, repaying it in the dubious coin of discomfort. We’re deep inside the heads of her characters, seeing the world through the dark lens of their delusion, or desire, or indifference. When at the end of each book we emerge blinking and off-balance we find our reality skewed a little to the side, as if that lens has fused to our eye. Sooner or later, and usually sooner, we have to return to her world. Highsmith, let’s face it, is addictive. She tempts us, time and again, to the place where we feel uneasy if not sleazy, and subversive. We come to crave what Terence Rafferty in one of her favourite reviews called, ‘(her) annihilation of our comforts.’

      Do not look for heroes in these pages. David Kelsey is jealous and delusional. Chester MacFarlane is a drunk and a conman. Rydal Keener is feckless. Arthur Alderman, a saint by Highsmith’s standards, nurses a quiet loathing for his father that sidles close to patricide. Each man stumbles repeatedly, even shamefully. Yet these are the men who will guide us through her stories, our ‘sole access to the fantastic’ as Sartre (Highsmith was a fan) puts it. And her outsiders appeal to us. Those bits of broken mirror are awfully bright.

      Highsmith’s existentialism reached its zenith in This Sweet Sickness (1960). We inhabit the same strange skull space as David Kelsey, unreliable narrator par excellence, a man driven (and driven mad) by jealousy. Dedicated to her mother, with whom she had a poisonous relationship, this is a fevered tale of what happens when we fail to separate our fantasy life from reality. David, tirelessly optimistic in his pursuit of Annabelle (who twice marries under his nose), must learn the harsh lesson that, ‘Nothing was true but the fatigue of life and the eternal disappointment.’ Rubbernecking the car crash of his ambition is a guilty pleasure spiced by the knowledge that Highsmith believed we all have fantasy lives – imagined worlds where we retreat from reality. Writing This Sweet Sickness she was struck by a sudden, disorientating awareness of her creative impulse, describing the place her stories came from as, ‘this abyss in the middle of myself.’ No one escapes the mirror, not even Highsmith.

      The Two Faces of January (1964) invites us inside the heads of not one but two outsiders. Rydal and Chester are morally ambiguous, ultimately dangerous men, who circle one another for much of the book. And we dog their footsteps, feeling as they feel – angry, aroused, humiliated, gleeful, destructive. Chester’s wife, Colette, nurses her husband through his hangovers while finding time to seduce Rydal in what is surely the seediest of Highsmith’s many ménages à trois. This love triangle soon morphs into a deadlier shape as Chester and Rydal race and chase their way from the Acropolis to the Grand Bazaar of Istanbul. Highsmith leads us a merry dance, first dividing and then routing our sympathies, as she perfects her peculiar brand of catoptrophobia.

      Having left the US in 1963, Highsmith returned nearly twenty years later to immerse herself in revivalist propaganda – research for People Who Knock on the Door (1983) – an acid-bath immersion for a woman repulsed by the way in which Reagan’s conservatives had hijacked organised religion. The result is a corrosive story that strips the pious veneer from suburban America. Highsmith played her ace in this quiet little novel where deep-rooted ethical transgressions are served up as mere everyday and we pine impenitently for a dash of psychotic sparkle before realising that, as in Edith’s Diary (1977), the horror isn’t about to crash through the doors because it’s been living in the house from the start. We want to be the ones throwing stones as Highsmith exposes the petty tyrannies of a society that evangelises gun ownership yet throws up its hands in horror when shootings occur, which resents the price it pays for its own squeamish condemnation of sexual relations, pokes its nose into its neighbour’s business then withdraws help when it is most needed. Confronted by his father’s shallow piety, Arthur ‘felt as if he were absorbing guilt through his pores, like radioactive fall-out.’

      Guilt is Highsmith’s great gift to her characters. And it’s the gift that keeps on giving, passed down from father to son, and from author to reader; we close her books with a desire to wash our hands and cleanse whatever passes for our soul. And we imagine Highsmith, from above or below, watching with approval. She has entertained us (always her first purpose) while ridding us of our conceits.

      Her biographer Andrew Wilson put it like this, ‘She celebrated irrationality, chaos and emotional anarchy.’ Plenty of people have tried to protect us from Highsmith’s anarchic tendencies. The Two Faces of January was rejected by one publisher because of its ‘unhealthy air’, and the revulsion it inspired in the publisher’s reader to whom no one had thought to explain Highsmith’s uniquely profitable talent for revolting us. The critics, unsurprisingly, loved the book for exactly the reasons it had been rejected. At the time of writing, Highsmith had been reading Dostoevsky’s Notes from the Underground, and confessed herself struck by the nihilism at the heart of the story. She was, in her own words, exploring ‘the ultra neurotic’ with which she identified so strongly. What was more, she didn’t care whether or not the reader got it – ‘to hell with reader identification in the usual sense, or a sympathetic character.’

      Hell is Highsmith’s business. Not just the hell of other people but ultimately, intimately, of ourselves. Her characters, pursued and pursuing, may often evade capture or justice but they cannot escape themselves. As Sartre so neatly says, ‘There are many ways of holding a man prisoner. The best is to get him to imprison himself.’ David Kelsey poured his heart and wallet into an expensive prison. Chester and Rydal confront the consequences of their rivalry in the epic ruins of Athens, while Arthur returns to a home made happy by the devastation of his family. This is a very real, rather tender and entirely plausible version of hell. One where we must, as Arthur Alderman resolves, ‘Tread carefully, speak carefully, and hang onto what you’ve got.’

      Hang on because Highsmith’s cut the guide ropes, set us in freefall. None of the paraphernalia that helps us through a novel – sympathetic heroes and despicable villains, heroic quests and resolution, a linear structure – exists here. Just those sly little slices of mirror, everywhere. And Highsmith’s sure hand, lobbing rocks to rid us of our complacency, our apathy and our hubris.

      Violence, like chaos, is everywhere in Highsmith’s stories. It underpins her style, attracting and repelling us in equal measure. Yet her books represent the antithesis of sensationalism. By making violence remarkable, we draw its sting. Highsmith wants us to suffer that sting, to seek out its cause and consider its cost. At our most vulnerable, on the brink of violence, she seems to say, we are also at our truest. If we find few heroes in her books it’s because they’re full of humans – full of us.

      Sarah Hilary, 2015 
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      Arthur flung the stone with calculated aim. It skipped six, seven times over the water before it sank, making golden circles on the pond. As good a throw as when he had been ten years old, he thought, ten being the age at which he had been more proficient at certain things, such as roller-skating backwards. Now he was seventeen.

      He picked up his bike, and rolled on toward home. Today was different. This afternoon had totally changed him, and he realized that as yet he was afraid to think hard about it.

      Was Maggie happy now, too? Less than ten minutes ago, she had smiled at him and said, almost as usual, ‘See you, Arthur! Bye!’

      He glanced at his watch – 5:37. Absurd and boring hour! Absurd to measure time! The May sunshine touched his face; the breeze cooled his body under his shirt. The time 5:37 meant that dinner would be in an hour or so, that his father would come home around 6, pick up the afternoon newspaper and plop himself in the green armchair in the living room. His brother Robbie would be either sulking or bursting a vein with a story of some injustice at school today. Arthur jerked up his front wheel and eased the back one to hurdle a fallen branch on the street.

      Would he look in some way different to his family? Was Maggie wondering the same thing about herself?

      This afternoon was only the second date that he had had with Maggie Brewster, if he wanted to think in terms of dates, and today hadn’t been a date before five past 3, when Maggie had said to him, after biology class, ‘Do you know what Cooper means about that Plasmodium drawing?’ ‘The life-cycle,’ Arthur had replied. ‘He doesn’t want it from any diagram, in case we find one. He showed us the shape of it. He wants to make sure we understand spore reproduction.’ So Arthur had offered to help her, and had ridden to Maggie’s house on his bike. Maggie had her own car and arrived ahead of him. In Maggie’s room upstairs in her family’s house, Arthur had drawn the life-cycle of this malarial parasite in about ten minutes. ‘I’m sure this’ll do,’ Arthur said, ‘and I’ll reverse my own drawing when I make it.’ Then he stood up from her table, and Maggie had been standing near him. The next moments were too surprising or incredible to try to go over as yet. It was easier to recall his first date with Maggie six days ago; they had simply gone to a movie, a science fiction movie. During the film, he had been too shy to try to take her hand! But that was the kind of girl Maggie was, or the way she made him feel. He hadn’t wanted to ruin everything, possibly, by taking her hand during the movie and having her withdraw her hand because she wasn’t in the mood. Arthur felt that he had been in love with Maggie, from a distance, for at least two weeks. And judging from this afternoon, perhaps Maggie was in love with him too. Wonderful and incredible!

      Arthur put his bike in the garage and entered the kitchen, ‘Hi, Mom!’ He caught the smell of baking ham.

      ‘Hello, Arthur. – Gus just phoned.’ His mother turned from something she was stirring on the stove. ‘I said I was expecting you back any minute.’

      Arthur was thinking of buying a bike from Gus. ‘Not important. Thanks, Mom.’ In the living room, his father was already installed in the armchair, Arthur saw. ‘Good evening, brother Robbie, and how’re you today?’ Arthur asked the skinny figure in shorts whom he met in the hall.

      ‘Okay,’ Robbie said, gasping. He was wearing one black flipper and had the other in his hand.

      ‘Glad to hear that,’ said Arthur, and went into the bathroom. Arthur washed his face in cold water, combed his hair, and checked himself in the mirror. His eyes, of a dusty blue color, looked the same, he thought. He straightened the collar of his shirt and went out.

      ‘Evening, Dad,’ Arthur said, going into the living room.

      ‘Um-m. Hi.’ His father barely glanced at him over his right shoulder. He was reading the spread pages of the Chalmerston Herald.

      Richard Alderman was a life-insurance and retirement-plan salesman for a company called Heritage Life, which had its offices on the other side of Chalmerston, four miles away. He was a hard-working and well-meaning man, in Arthur’s opinion, but in the last year or so, Arthur had come to think that his father was selling dreams to his clients, promises of a future that might never be. His father’s pitch, Arthur knew, was that diligent work and conscientious saving paid off, combined with tax shelters and tax-free retirement plans. Lately Arthur was much aware of inflation; he heard the word from his mother almost every time she got back from shopping, but whenever Arthur said anything along these lines, his father would point out that the people who invested with Heritage Life were saving on taxes and had spouses or children to whom they would bequeath their holdings, so nothing was lost. Except the value of the dollar, Arthur thought. Arthur believed in buying land or art objects, neither of which detracted from the virtue or necessity of working hard and so on. Some of these thoughts drifted through Arthur’s head now: Suppose he and Maggie liked each other enough to want to marry one day? The Brewsters had more money than his family had. That was an uncomfortable fact.

      A yell from Robbie interrupted his reverie.

      ‘I can do it if you just let me!’ Robbie shrieked in a still unchanged voice.

      ‘Ar – thur?’ his mother called. ‘Dinner’s ready.’

      ‘Dinner, Dad,’ Arthur relayed, in case his father hadn’t heard it.

      ‘Oh. Um. Thanks.’ Richard got up, and for the first time that evening looked straight at his son. ‘Well, Arthur. You look as if you’ve grown another inch today.’

      ‘Yeah, really?’ Arthur didn’t believe him, but was pleased by the idea.

      The dining table stood at one side of the big kitchen, near a bench fixed against a partition between kitchen and the front hall. There was a chair at one end of the table and one on its kitchen side.

      Arthur’s father talked about business, because Lois had asked him how things had gone today. His father talked also about morale – how to maintain ‘morale and self-respect,’ a phrase that his father uttered frequently.

      ‘There are lots of tricks,’ said his father with a glance at Arthur, ‘telling yourself you’ve had a pretty good day, congratulating yourself – trying to – on some minor achievement. It’s the nature of man to want to make progress. But that’s pretty thin air compared to money in the bank and a backlog or an investment that’s growing year by year…’

      Or a girl in your arms, Arthur thought. What could compare with that, speaking of morale? Opposite him, his mother looked her usual self, her short brown hair something between combed and uncombed, her roundish face without makeup, showing the start of wrinkles, little pouches under the eyes, but a bright and happy face all the same, concentrating politely now on his father’s dull monologue.

      Robbie ate doggedly, shoving his fork under morsels of baked ham which he had cut up in pieces. Robbie was left-handed. His fair eyebrows scowled under a smooth, babyish forehead, as if eating were a chore, though he had a fantastic appetite. His torso was narrow; his ribs showed in summertime when he wore shorts with an elastic waistband, and threadlike muscles appeared on his abdomen when he grew angry or when he yelled.

      ‘Dining in flippers tonight?’ Arthur asked his brother.

      Robbie lifted his gray eyes and blinked. ‘So what if I am?’

      ‘Going to practice in the bathtub tonight?’

      ‘Need them for swimming class tomorrow,’ Robbie replied.

      ‘I can see you getting on the school bus in them tomorrow. Flop-flop-flop.’ Arthur wiped his lips with a paper napkin. ‘You’ll sleep in ’em, I suppose, or you can’t get ’em back on tomorrow!’

      ‘Who says I can’t?’ Robbie said through clenched teeth. 

      ‘Arthur, do stop,’ said their mother.

      ‘I was about to say,’ Richard went on, ‘the stock selling – in real estate for community projects – is coming in nicely for us, Loey. Good commissions, need I say.’

      ‘But I don’t understand to whom you sell them,’ said Lois. ‘The same people who have life insurance buy these stocks?’

      ‘Yes. Often. What you’d call little people, not millionaires. I was about to say my people are the little people, but that’s not always true. Fifty thousand dollars here and there, you bet they can afford it – or pledge it – if my approach is right and the terms are right for them.’

      His mother asked another question, and Arthur’s mind drifted. The conversation seemed just as boring and forgettable as details of American history around 1805, for example. His father was talking about ‘security’ again.

      Arthur felt extremely secure at that moment, maybe not because of his savings account in which there was just a little over two hundred, but money wasn’t the only basis of security, was it? ‘Dad,’ he said, ‘isn’t self-confidence a form of security, too? It’s close to self-respect, isn’t it? And you’re always talking about that.’

      ‘Yes. I agree with you. Part of it’s mental. But a steady and rising income, however modest —’ Richard seemed embarrassed by his own seriousness, glanced at Lois and squeezed her wrist. ‘And a quiet, God-fearing life or home life – that’s security, too, isn’t it, Loey?’

      The telephone rang.

      Both Lois and Arthur started to get up, but his mother sat down, saying, ‘Maybe Gus again, Arthur.’

      ‘’Scuse me,’ said Arthur, sidling out from the bench after Robbie had got up. ‘Hello?’ he said into the telephone.

      ‘Hello,’ said Maggie’s soft voice, and Arthur felt a pleasant shock of surprise.

      ‘Hi. You’re okay, Maggie?’

      ‘Yes. Why not? – I’m phoning from upstairs, because I have a minute before dinner. I —’

      ‘What?’ Arthur was whispering.

      ‘I think you’re very nice.’

      Arthur squeezed his eyes shut, ‘I think I love you.’

      ‘Maybe I love you, too. That’s a very important thing to say, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘See you tomorrow.’ She hung up.

      Arthur went back to the kitchen with a solemn face. ‘Gus,’ he said.

      Before 9 o’clock, Arthur was in his own room. He was not interested in the evening’s TV fare, a Western that Robbie was avid to see. His mother was going to do some mending, she said, and his father would half-watch the Western for a while, then go off to his study adjacent to the living room and fuss around with his office papers till nearly 11.

      His room struck him as ugly and untidy, and he picked up a pair of socks from the floor and hurled them in the direction of the closet. Pennants on the wall caught his eye as if he had never seen them before. Soon time to get rid of the Chalmerston High School orange and white, he thought, and why not now? He pulled the three thumbtacks out carefully and dropped the pennant in the wastebasket. The blue and white Columbia could stay up, because he was going to Columbia in September and Columbia looked serious and adult. He was going to major in biology or maybe microbiology. He was just as interested in zoology, however, and in the evolution of animal forms. He would have to make a decision in order to specialize, and he regretted that.

      Maggie! The thought of her sent a blissful shock through him, as her voice had on the telephone. Arthur had thought in the past weeks, since he began noticing Maggie in school, that she was standoffish, possibly snobbish, hard to approach. Ninety percent of the girls at Chalmerston High looked fantastically boring; ten percent slept around and flaunted it; perhaps another twenty percent did and were quieter about it. The greatest flaunter of them all was Roxanne, who looked half-Gypsy but was not even half-Italian. Then there were a few snooty girls from such rich families, one wondered why they weren’t going to a private school somewhere. Maggie wasn’t like any of these; she had the advantage of being pretty, very pretty in fact, and she certainly didn’t sleep around. This afternoon with Maggie had been quite different from going off with Roxanne, for instance, after a soda at the drugstore, with a couple of other girls and fellows who happened to know that the parents of one of them would be out of the house that afternoon. Half the time at these silly free-for-alls nothing much happened anyway, and it was all silly, to be forgotten.

      But Maggie was not to be forgotten, because she was serious.

      Arthur undressed, put on pajamas, and lay on his bed with his geography text open. He had an oral exam tomorrow.

      From the living room, he heard Robbie wail defiantly, then a sharp crack, and silence. His mother would never slap Robbie, but maybe his mother had slapped a magazine on a table with impatience. A scene came from Arthur’s memory: Robbie about seven, wailing like mad because a little girl had stepped smack into his sandwich at a picnic. There’d been no comforting Robbie, even with another sandwich. His face had turned red; he had danced on his bare feet and brandished his fists in his tense, jerky way, and Arthur remembered the veins standing out as if they would burst on either side of his neck.

      Arthur took a piece of paper and a ballpoint pen and wrote:

      
        
           

          Dearest Maggie,

          Thank you for calling me up tonight. I wish I could kiss you again. I love you. I mean what I say.

          A.

        

      

      After writing that, he felt calmer. Tomorrow he could pass the note to her easily, not that anyone was spying on him and Maggie, or making rude comments. That was another pleasant realization.

      Chalmerston High School was a rectangular beige stone building set amid oaks and tulip trees that had been there longer than the building. A gymnasium with an arched roof projected from the back of the building like the apse of a church, and was in almost constant use during daytime hours by boys or girls, and on at least three evenings a week for special basketball practice or for games between Chalmerston’s and other high schools’ teams.

      Arthur left his bike in a rack among a hundred or more others.

      ‘Stevy? Hi!’ said Arthur, waving a hand at a tall, curly-haired boy. He loped up the wide stone steps and entered the poster-covered front hall, which was now full of noisy boys and girls passing the time until the warning bell at five to 9 sent them off to their homerooms for attendance checking.

      He did not see Maggie until just before 11, when students crowded the corridors, changing classrooms. He spotted Maggie’s light brown straight hair, her erect figure with shoulders held back. She was taller than most girls, nearly as tall as he. ‘Maggie —’

      ‘Hello, Arthur!’

      They walked along. ‘How are you?’ Arthur’s free hand – his other hand held books and notebooks – fumbled with the folded note in his pocket.

      ‘Fine. And you?’

      He had expected her to say something unusual. His eyes dropped past her breasts, held in a brassiere, he knew, under her white shirt, down her rust-colored corduroy slacks, then rose to her face again. ‘Brought you this.’ He pushed the folded paper into the hand she extended. ‘Just a couple of words.’

      ‘Thanks, I’ll —’ A passing student bumped her shoulder. She put the note into the pocket of her shirt.

      ‘Going to the drugstore at three?’

      ‘Maybe. Yes, okay.’

      It seemed to Arthur that her smile was merely polite, that her quick glance at him was shy. Was she ashamed of yesterday, regretting it? ‘See you at three then.’

      Arthur could have spoken to her again at noon in the lunch hall, but by the time Arthur had his tray, he saw that Maggie was installed with at least four other girls at a back corner table. Arthur found an empty spot at one of the long tables in the center of the hall and sat down.

      ‘Hiya, Art,’ said Gus, suddenly standing by Arthur with a tray in his hands. ‘Move over, would you?’ Gus said to a fellow on Arthur’s right. ‘You didn’t call me yesterday,’ Gus said, sitting down.

      ‘I got hung up. Sorry, Gus.’

      ‘Still interested? Thirty bucks?’

      ‘Sure!’

      They agreed that Arthur would come that afternoon at 5 to Gus’s house to pick up the bike. Gus had to go directly from school to work for at least an hour at someone’s house. A repair job. Gus even did some housecleaning sometimes, Arthur knew. There were five children in Gus’s family, of whom Gus was the oldest, and those old enough had to do odd jobs to bring in some money. Arthur had a lurking admiration for that, even though it was just the thing his father would praise: old-fashioned hard work and knowing the value of a dollar. If Arthur had ever done odd jobs for neighbors, he had been allowed to pocket the money. Arthur envied Gus his height also, though otherwise Gus was plain enough: lank blond hair, an unremarkable face with a rather gentle expression, and he had to wear glasses all the time. Physically, Gus was strong, but Arthur knew that girls never looked at him twice. In that last respect, Arthur felt better off than Gus Warylsky. Impossible, really impossible, to imagine Gus with a girl!

      Arthur was at the Red Apple, called the drugstore by everyone, just after 3. Maggie had not arrived as yet, but the other old standbys were here – certain dumb fellows like Toots O’Rourke, who was a football player, and of course Roxanne, flouncing around the counter stools, showing off a pink ruffled skirt that looked appropriate for Carmen. Fellows guffawed and pawed at her, and silly Roxanne laughed as if she were listening to some joke that never stopped. Neither Arthur nor Maggie, he was sure, came often to the drugstore. The ice-cream sodas cost a dollar, a slab of apple pie eight-five cents, though it was good and homemade. The coffee was weak. The Red Apple was shaped like a round apple, painted red outside and topped with a stem, in a painful effort to be cute, which was why everyone called it the drugstore. Finally Maggie came in, carrying a book bag, wearing a denim jacket.

      ‘How about here,’ Arthur said, indicating a corner table that he had been guarding. He took her order, a strawberry soda, and asked the counter boy to make it two, though he did not care much for strawberries. ‘You’re looking very pretty today,’ he said to Maggie when he had sat down.

      ‘Thanks for your note.’

      Arthur shuffled his feet under the table. ‘Oh, that! —’

      Maggie looked at him as if she were pondering something, as if she might be about to tell him that she wanted to break it off.

      ‘Something happen?’ Arthur asked. ‘With your parents?’

      Maggie took the straw from her lips. ‘Oh, no! – Why?’

      A girl’s shriek rose over the jukebox music. Arthur glanced over his shoulder. A boy was hauling Roxanne up from the floor, where she’d evidently fallen.

      ‘That Roxanne!’ said Maggie, laughing.

      ‘She’s nuts.’ Arthur felt a pang of shame. Several months ago, he had been quite hung up on Roxanne – for a couple of weeks. The town whore! Arthur cleared his throat and said, ‘Are you free Saturday night? There’s a film – maybe not so great. Or we could go to The Stomps.’ That was a disco.

      ‘No. – Thanks, anyway, Arthur. I need some time to – by myself to —’

      Arthur took it as a rejection. ‘Maybe you just don’t want to see me anymore.’

      ‘No, I don’t mean that. It’s just that yesterday – Nothing like that ever happened before. To me.’

      How was he to take that? She was sorry? Shocked somehow? Nothing like that had happened before to him either, but he wasn’t going to say that. ‘So – well – doesn’t matter when I see you, but it’d be nice to know I can see you again. I mean, to go out.’

      ‘I don’t know. But I’ll tell you.’

      That sounded even more ominous to Arthur. ‘Okay.’
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      On Tuesday of the following week, Robbie came down with (of course) the most flaming case of tonsillitis that Dr Swithers had seen in his many years of practice, and he had to go to Chalmerston’s United Memorial Hospital. Arthur took his brother extra ice cream, riding to the hospital on his newly acquired secondhand bike. Arthur glanced at Maggie in the school corridors, not wanting his glances to be noticed by her lest she be annoyed, but his eyes seemed to find her in a crowd against his will. Then on Friday afternoon, he met her almost face to face in a corridor, was about to murmur ‘Hi’ and walk on, when Maggie said:

      ‘I will go out with you, if you want to. I’m sorry I was so —’

      ‘Never mind. You mean – maybe Saturday? Tomorrow night?’

      She agreed. He would call for her at 7, and they would go out to eat somewhere.

      Arthur’s spirits rose again as high as they had been on that afternoon ten days ago. The memory of Maggie’s pretty room with its blue and beige curtains, its blue-covered bed, took on renewed life.

      ‘Never saw you so chipper with exams coming up,’ his mother remarked on Friday evening.

      Arthur was sure his mother thought he was happy because of a girl. His eyes met his mother’s across the dinner table, but she smiled and looked away.

      Robbie was coming home tomorrow. He had had to stay an extra day so that the doctor could be sure he was out of danger.

      ‘Robbie reminds me so much of the little Sweeney boy at the Home. You know, Richard?’ Lois said.

      ‘No,’ said Richard, jolted from his food as if from a newspaper.

      ‘Jerry Sweeney. I’ve told you about him. Five years old and always worried about nothing. He’s a dear little fellow, scared of the dark just like Robbie used to be. And Jerry’s parents fuss over him like wet hens. They get therapy sessions with Dr Blockman and poor little Jerry gets the tranquilizers! Imagine, at his age!’ Lois blinked her eyes. ‘Really, there’s quite a similarity.’

      ‘Lois, you take those kids too personally,’ said Richard, pushing his plate back. ‘You said you were going to stop that.’

      ‘No, I —’ His mother shrugged. ‘Arthur, you don’t tease Robbie too much, do you? When I’m not around to hear you?’

      ‘No, Mom. – Why should I waste my time doing that?’

      ‘I’m only asking,’ said his mother pacifically. ‘Because Robbie’s nearly fifteen – and insecure enough as it is. I don’t know if that’s the right word for him.’

      ‘These terms!’ Richard said. ‘Who isn’t insecure? Robbie hasn’t found his set of values yet. Few people can, at fifteen.’ By way of hastening the appearance of dessert, he got up and removed his dinner plate and also Lois’s.

      Set of values. Just what did his father mean? Selling insurance to scared-of-the-future clients, putting in an appearance at church a couple of times a month, mainly so that people of the town could see him there? It was still bound up with money, Arthur felt, his father’s set of values. And his father wasn’t the type who would ever make a big pot of money, in Arthur’s opinion, because he hadn’t the flair or the push. His father had had to quit college and go to work, as many a successful man had, but there was something ordinary about his father. Even his not very tall figure looked ordinary, and Arthur hoped that when he became forty-two or forty-three, he would be able to stave off the paunch his father was acquiring.

      His mother worked four or five afternoons a week at the Beverley Home for Children. It was half a hospital, half a clinic and day nursery for out-patients, and a lot of the babies and children were retarded or mentally upset, or they were being parked there because of family uproar. Lois did voluntary work, as she had no degree in pediatrics, but she was given some money for car expenses and she could eat her midday meal there, but Arthur knew she seldom did. As soon as she entered the Beverley Home, her attention was taken by one of the small children who might be walking around the downstairs hall on his own, or might be with a nurse. Arthur had seen the Beverley Home several times. One might think the children were his mother’s own, or related to her. His father called it ‘highly commendable work,’ and Arthur wondered if his father had urged his mother to do it? She’d been working there about four years, and Arthur couldn’t remember how it had begun. Was his mother too easily pushed around? Sometimes she could be independent and high-spirited, in contrast to his father who never seemed happy, and she’d hold her head up and say, ‘I want to have some fun in life before it’s too late!’ and she would persuade his father to take a vacation to Canada or California for a week or so.

      The next day, Saturday, Robbie was worse instead of better. When the hospital telephoned during the morning, Arthur was the only person in the house, as his mother was out shopping and his father was visiting a client in town. The female voice informed Arthur that Robbie could not go home today and maybe not until Monday.

      ‘Oh? Well, how serious is it?’

      ‘He has a fever. Your parents can call back if they want to.’

      Arthur went back to his bike in the garage. He was cleaning a bit of rust off, but the bike was in fine condition, because Gus was a good mechanic. Gus had no doubt earned by the sweat of his brow enough money to buy a better secondhand bike, though Gus’s father let him use the family car now and then, Arthur recalled with a twinge of envy. Arthur knew how to drive, and driving was allowed at seventeen with a test and a permit, but his father wanted him to wait until he was eighteen in September. Arthur recognized the sound of the Chrysler at a distance. His mother was back. Arthur stood by the open garage door as his mother drove in.

      ‘Hospital called,’ said Arthur, opening the hatch where the groceries were. ‘They said Robbie can’t come home today, maybe not till Monday.’

      ‘What?’ Alarm was all over his mother’s face.

      ‘They said he has a fever and that we could call back.’

      His mother went into the house to telephone, and Arthur began unloading the groceries. Robbie’s condition probably wasn’t serious, Arthur thought, but Robbie was the type who resisted every pill and tied himself in knots at the approach of a needle for an injection.

      His mother came back from the living room. ‘They say it’s an unusually high fever and they’re giving him antibiotics. We can visit after four.’

      His father came home at noon. When they telephoned again at 2, the hospital reported no change.

      His parents were still not back from the hospital at a quarter to 7, when Arthur set out on his bike for Maggie’s house about a mile away. The Brewsters’ house was finer than his family’s with a bigger lawn and a tall blue spruce to one side in front, a couple of burning-bushes of a lovely red color, and a handsome front door painted white with a short roof over it. He set his bike at the side of the front steps.

      Maggie opened the door. ‘Hello, Arthur! Come in. – It’s cooler, isn’t it? Raining a little?’

      Arthur hadn’t noticed.

      ‘Mother – Mom. Arthur Alderman.’

      ‘How do you do, Arthur?’ said her mother, who was kneeling in front of a record shelf in a corner of the living room. She had light brown hair like Maggie’s, but with a wave in it. ‘I’m not going to play anything, just looking for a record I’m sure is here somewhere.’

      ‘Cold drink, Arthur?’ Maggie asked.

      Arthur followed Maggie across a dining room with a large oval table and into a vast white kitchen. ‘Your father’s here, too?’ Arthur somehow feared meeting him.

      ‘No, he’s away now.’

      ‘What does he do?’

      ‘He’s a pilot. Sigma Airlines. He has odd hours.’ She was opening a can of beer.

      Maybe Maggie’s father was over Mexico now, Arthur thought. ‘You can leave it in the can. Stays colder.’

      A few minutes later, they were in the car, Maggie driving, heading for the Hoosier Inn, Maggie’s idea. Arthur considered the Hoosier a rather stuffy place for older people, but the food was good and abundant. Maggie wanted to split the bill with him, but Arthur wouldn’t let her. And she didn’t want to go to The Stomps or even to a movie.

      ‘I feel like going up to the quarry,’ she said.

      ‘Great!’ Maggie could have proposed anything, and he would have thought it was great.

      Maggie drove as if she knew the way very well. They passed some of the long, two-story dorm buildings of Chalmerston University, their U-shaped courts lined now with students’ parked cars. Cozy lights shone in several windows. Arthur wished he were eighteen, with a car, with a dorm apartment of his own such as these people had, except that it was not his ambition to attend Chalmerston U.

      They stopped beside a quarry which Arthur knew was abandoned. All was dark here. Maggie cut the car lights, took a flashlight from the glove compartment, and they got out on a rise of gritty land. The breeze blew harder. A couple of hundred yards away, a rectangle of white dots of light outlined the form of a quarry that was in use. A half-moon sailed in the sky, giving not much light. Arthur knew this quarry. Standing near the edge, he could feel the emptiness, the black pit below. Great slabs of limestone, neatly cut by machines, lay in disorder around the quarry’s edge. Maggie climbed up onto a slab and focused the flashlight downward.

      ‘See any water?’ Arthur scrambled up beside her.

      ‘No. The light doesn’t reach the bottom.’

      The hollow darkness seemed to make a sound, like a chord of music. Arthur put an arm around Maggie’s waist, smelt her perfume, opened his eyes and regained his balance. He kissed her cheek, then her lips. She took his right hand and jumped down to the ground, and he with her. When she took her hand from his, Arthur leapt onto another slab, then onto a higher one that lay across it. He imagined dashing up it and leaping into space.

      ‘Hey, watch it!’ Maggie yelled, laughing, holding the flashlight so he could see to descend.

      Arthur jumped off the higher slab to the ground. One foot hit something uneven, and he fell and rolled once. He was sliding downward, and he spread his arms. His hand found something, maybe a projecting piece of wire, and he checked his fall. He began scrambling upward, clinging to sharp rocks, toward the light Maggie was holding for him, but she was not able to shine it where he needed it. Face down, he reached the rim and stood up.

      ‘My gosh, Arthur! Are you okay?’

      ‘Sure.’ He took a step inland, not wanting to look behind him at what he had escaped.

      ‘What if that had been a sharp edge there! – You tore your pants. Did you cut your knee?’

      ‘Na-ah,’ Arthur said, but he felt a trickle of blood down his left shin. They were walking toward Maggie’s car. Arthur sucked a cut on the palm of his left hand. The taste reminded him of Robbie. ‘My kid brother’s in the hospital tonight.’

      ‘The hospital! What happened to him?’

      ‘Tonsils out. He was supposed to come home today, but he got a little worse.’

      Maggie asked how old he was. Did he want to call his parents from her house? Arthur agreed to that. It was nearly 11.

      His house did not answer.

      Maggie brought a paper tissue soaked in surgical alcohol, she said, and a wide Band-Aid for the cut on his palm. ‘Want to phone the hospital? – Or were your folks going out tonight?’

      ‘Don’t think so,’ Arthur said. He looked up the hospital’s number and dialed it. After his inquiries, a female voice said:

      ‘Yes, your parents are here. There’s no change.’

      ‘Can I speak with my mother, please?’

      ‘We cannot connect you with the rooms upstairs… No more visitors are allowed tonight, I’m sorry.’

      Maggie was standing near him.

      ‘Maybe by the time I get home, my folks’ll be there. Or else they’re staying there all night.’ Arthur was suddenly worried.

      ‘Want me to drive you to the hospital?’

      ‘They won’t let anybody in now.’

      Just before midnight, Arthur got home to an empty house. The cat meowed hopefully in the kitchen. Arthur fed him.

      During the night, Arthur woke up suddenly as if from a bad dream, but he hadn’t been dreaming. It was after 3 a.m. Arthur went barefoot into the hall, put on the hall light, and saw that his parents’ bedroom door was still slightly ajar, as it had been. He opened the door to the garage. His father’s car was not there. He went back to bed and lay awake a long while before he fell asleep.

      The telephone awakened him in broad daylight, and he went to the living room to answer it. It was their next door neighbor, Norma Keer, calling to ask how Robbie was, because she had heard about the high fever.

      ‘No change, the hospital said last night. My folks spent the night there, and they’re not back yet. What time is it, Norma? I just woke up.’

      ‘Nine thirty-five. Let me try the hospital and I’ll call you back.’

      Norma’s voice was comforting. She was about sixty, slow-moving, and nothing seemed to upset her, though she often said she was dying – of something awful like cancer. Cancer of what, Arthur had forgotten. She had no children, and her husband had died when Arthur was about ten.

      Arthur put some water in the kettle for instant coffee. While he was pouring hot water into a cup, his father’s car approached the house. Arthur opened the door in the kitchen that gave on the garage.

      His mother looked pink-eyed, his father grim.

      ‘How’s Robbie?’ Arthur asked. ‘Is he okay?’

      She nodded, so slightly that Arthur hardly saw it. Her eyes looked shiny, as if she had been weeping. His father came into the house silent, his gray eyes dark with fatigue.

      ‘Yes, Robbie pulled through. Pretty close thing, though, I think,’ said his mother. She had drawn a glass of water at the sink.

      ‘Really, Mom. – Hospital didn’t tell me anything – except “no change.”’

      ‘And you were with a girl on a date,’ said his father, sighing.

      His father’s tone was reproachful, and Arthur ignored the remark. ‘What happened with Robbie, Mom?’

      ‘Very dangerous fever and a strep throat,’ said his mother. ‘The hospital said they’d never seen anything quite like it. They had him in intensive care; oxygen, everything. We had cots in a room down the hall. But he will be all right.’ She sipped the glass of water and leaned tiredly against the sink. ‘The crisis was around five this morning, wasn’t it, Richard?’

      ‘And we prayed,’ said Richard, swinging his arms in a downward motion. ‘We prayed and our prayers were answered. Isn’t that right, Loey?’

      ‘Uh-hm,’ said his mother.

      ‘Christ answered us. I prayed to Christ,’ said Richard, filling the kettle, setting it on the burner.

      The telephone rang.

      ‘That’s Norma, Mom. I’ll get it.’ Arthur went to the telephone. ‘Yes, Norma, thanks, I just heard. My folks just got back.’

      ‘Now isn’t that wonderful? He’s out of danger.’ Norma asked if she could speak to his mother, and Arthur called her.

      Arthur didn’t want to go back into the kitchen with his father in his present mood, but he did, and picked up his coffee cup.

      ‘I had a great experience last night,’ said his father. ‘Maybe one day you’ll have one like it, too. I hope you will.’

      Arthur nodded. He knew that his father meant that Robbie had pulled through because of his praying. ‘I phoned the hospital last night around eleven. They just said there was no change, not that he was worse. Maggie even offered to drive me to the hospital, but they wouldn’t have allowed visitors then.’

      His father might as well not have heard, and his smile was dreamy. ‘You’ve been in a daze for a week or more. A girl. More important than your brother or a human life.’

      That was not true. Or was it? At any rate, Arthur took the remark as a rebuke, which was plainly the way his father meant it. He wasn’t going to say that he loved Maggie and loved his brother too. Now he was sorry that he had uttered Maggie’s name. ‘I don’t know why you’re – scolding me.’

      ‘Because you’re selfish – thoughtless about the things that matter in life.’

      Since Arthur felt that his eyes had been opened to life in the last week or so, he shook his head and remained silent.

      His mother had come in and heard part of this. ‘Richard, we’re both tired. Haven’t we something to be happy about now? What if I make us all some scrambled eggs and then – both of us could use a little shut-eye, I think.’

      ‘Scrambled eggs, fine,’ said Richard, removing his jacket. ‘But I don’t feel like sleeping. Too keyed up, too happy. Today’s Sunday. I may take a stroll around the yard.’

      Lois looked at Richard with faint surprise as he headed for the living room. A door opened from his study into the backyard.

      Arthur went to his room to get dressed. He didn’t want to sit and eat breakfast with them now, but he knew his mother wished him to, so he did. His father ate in silence, and with his usual good appetite. His mother only picked at her food and shyly said she was going to lie down for a while before they left for church.

      Of all days, Arthur thought, to go off to church at 11, when they’d had hardly any sleep. Then his father said:

      ‘I would like you to come too, Arthur.’

      Arthur took a breath, ready to make an excuse about studying before exams, even to lie about a date with Gus for studying, but a look from his mother kept him from speaking.
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      So that Sunday became, in Arthur’s mind, the day his father found God, or was ‘reborn,’ as his father put it. The hour in church had been almost embarrassing. His father had knelt with head bowed almost the whole time, except when the congregation had stood up to sing something; then his father had boomed out in rather good baritone, though so loudly that a couple of people in pews in front of them had turned around to see who it was. Then at the good-byes at the door afterward, when the preacher, Bob Cole, always shook everyone’s hand, his father had made a speech to the Reverend Cole which several around had heard, even paused to listen to, about his younger son Robbie having recovered, been called back from death by his prayers to Christ. ‘I know the doctors had given up. I could see it in their faces,’ his father had told the attentive Bob Cole. ‘He’d even developed a strep throat…’

      Arthur told some of this to Maggie on their next date, which was the following Thursday evening. They’d had a date for Wednesday, but Maggie had canceled it, for no reason that Arthur could see, and she had been unwilling to make another date either, so Tuesday evening, when he had heard from Maggie that the Wednesday date was canceled, Arthur had felt a bit gloomy. And his father, with his new-leaf-turning, had made a speech in regard to Arthur’s doing part-time work this summer, like Gus, to make him less dependent on his twenty-dollar-a-week allowance, and finally even his mother had said, ‘Let Arthur finish his exams right now, Richard. They’re important this year, because Columbia’s going to look at his grades.’

      Robbie had come home Tuesday morning, and Lois had taken the afternoon off from the Beverley Home for Children to be with him. Robbie for once looked happy and content, tucked into bed and living on ice cream and caramel custard. He smiled, and his brows were unfrowning. It occurred to Arthur that maybe he had been near death, and then saved, and that Robbie realized it.

      On that Tuesday afternoon, Arthur had taken his history exam and was sure he had passed, but he was aiming for 85 or better.

      The next morning, when he saw Maggie in a corridor, her face had been glowing, and she asked him if he was free the next evening. Arthur said he was. He had to brush up for Friday’s English exam, he thought to himself, but he would squeeze that in somewhere. Maggie herself was inspiration.

      Thursday night, they were alone at Maggie’s house. It was her mother’s bridge night, and she mightn’t be back till 1 a.m., Maggie told him, because Arthur asked.

      ‘My cooking,’ Maggie said, pulling a tray of broiled lamb chops from the grill over the stove. ‘Doubt if I’ll win any prizes.’

      Typical Maggie! She wasn’t fishing for compliments. She was really shy, in some situations. Arthur felt in seventh heaven, alone with Maggie in her kitchen, in the whole house! That day he had taken his biology exam (and so had Maggie taken it), looking forward to coming to her house this evening, and all the genera and phyla names had flowed from his pen with no effort on his part, and he had made a beautiful drawing.

      During dinner Arthur described Sunday morning to Maggie, his parents coming home tired after Robbie’s crisis, and his father announcing that he felt he had found God because his prayers had been answered.

      ‘Easy to see he could think that. – I suppose it was like a miracle to them.’

      Was Maggie making a polite comment? Arthur felt that he hadn’t made himself clear. ‘Yes, but – you don’t believe that Christ personally heard somebody’s prayer, do you? That’s what my father’s saying.’

      Maggie hesitated, then smiled. ‘No. That I don’t. – It’s a personal thing, I suppose, if someone believes that or not.’

      ‘Yes. And I wish my father would keep it to himself. – Now he wants to drag me to church. I hope not every Sunday. I just won’t go.’

      They were eating in the kitchen at a plain pine table.

      ‘Suddenly reminds me,’ Maggie said. ‘About two years ago my father had a drinking problem. He thought he drank too much sometimes, even though my mother didn’t say anything. So a friend of my father’s gave him religious things to read. About the evils of drink. Then’ – Maggie laughed – ‘we had college students knocking on the door trying to sell us subscriptions, and there was suddenly junk mail as if we’d been put on mailing lists. My mother hated it! So my father said, “If I can’t lick my problem without these people, I’m not worth much.” Then he made a resolution and kept it. Never more than two drinks a day and never on the day he’s flying.’

      Maggie put on a cassette. Duke Ellington at Fargo, 1940. ‘Mood Indigo’ was on it. Even the music, which Arthur knew well, sounded better in Maggie’s house. Would he and Maggie ever have a house like this together?

      ‘Why’d you break the date with me for Wednesday?’

      ‘Oh —’ She looked embarrassed. ‘I dunno. Maybe I was scared.’

      ‘Of me?’

      ‘Yes. Maybe.’

      Arthur didn’t know what to say, because the phrases that occurred to him were either trite or too serious. ‘That’s silly.’

      A little later, Arthur said, ‘Do you think we could go up to your room again – like the other afternoon?’

      Maggie laughed. ‘Is that all you think about?’

      ‘No! Have I mentioned it? – But since you ask, yes.’

      ‘Suppose my mother came home early?’

      ‘Or your father!’ Arthur laughed as if in the face of catastrophe. ‘But – when then?’

      ‘Don’t know. Have to think. Maybe you’ll want to give me up.’

      ‘Not yet,’ Arthur said.

      That night, he walked the mile back to his house, as he had walked to Maggie’s. Maggie had said tonight that she had wanted to become a doctor or a nurse when she was about twelve. She had had a baby brother who had died around that time. And she had talked about puppets. The doll on her bed, Arthur remembered, had been a two-foot-long wooden puppet in a fireman’s uniform, and Maggie said she had made it when she was fifteen. She had more in the attic. She had used to write plays for them.

      ‘That lasted about a year. I’m always getting enthusiasms and then dropping them,’ Maggie had said. ‘You’re lucky, being so sure of what you want to do.’

      Arthur began to trot down East Forster, causing a couple of dogs to bark in people’s backyards. He trotted around the curve into his own street, West Maple, then slowed to a walk. He could see the dim glow that meant the living room light was on in his house. Norma Keer’s light was on next door, behind her living room curtains. Norma was always up late, reading or watching TV. Arthur went softly up her front steps and knocked with two slow raps.

      ‘Who’s there?’ called Norma.

      ‘Burglar.’

      Norma unlocked the door, smiling broadly. ‘Come in, Arthur! – My, you look nice. Where’ve you been?’

      ‘Out on a date.’ Arthur walked into her living room, where the TV was on with no sound, and a book lay open on the sofa under a standing lamp.

      ‘What’s your news? – Would you like a drink?’ Norma was in stockinged feet as usual.

      ‘Um-m – maybe. Gin and tonic?’

      ‘Sure thing. Come with me.’

      They went to her kitchen at the back of the house, and Arthur freshened Norma’s drink and made one for himself. Norma watched him, looking pleased by his company. She pushed her fingers through her thin, orangy-colored hair, which was short and stood out around her head like a vague halo in certain lights or like the idea of hair instead of hair. She was dumpy and shapeless, perhaps one of the least attractive women Arthur had ever seen, but he liked to be with her, to answer her questions about school and family life. Norma’s dinner dishes lay unwashed in the sink.

      ‘I’m so pleased Robbie’s home again,’ Norma said, ‘leading the life of Riley, I gather, after his ordeal.’

      ‘Ah, yes.’ Arthur relaxed in an armchair. I’ve met a wonderful girl, Arthur wanted to say. Norma would listen with interest while he told her about Maggie, all except that they had been to bed together once. ‘And Dad – has found God. Did he tell you?’

      ‘Wha-at? Well – he did say something. I forgot. What does he say?’

      ‘Well, he’s thankful Robbie pulled through, and Dad thinks it’s because he prayed. He’s reborn.’

      ‘Oh. You mean Richard says he’s born-again. Town’s full of ’em. They don’t do any harm. Very honest people as a rule. Hah!’ Norma gave one of her slightly out-of-place laughs.

      ‘So,’ Arthur continued, ‘there’s a new law in the land next door. Church every Sunday and a grace before dinner every night. We have to thank the Lord for our bread.’ Arthur smiled, realizing that bread meant money, too.

      Norma tucked her feet up on the sofa with a whisking sound. ‘What’s your mother say?’

      ‘Puts up with it to keep the peace.’ But would she rebel about church every Sunday, when she needed her free time for paper work for the Home, and wasn’t that doing God’s work, too?

      Norma took a delicate sip of her gin and tonic. ‘Does Richard want to make born-agains out of you and Robbie?’

      ‘I’m sure he’d like to.’

      ‘I heard you have to have a personal experience for that, like a revelation. – Well, honestly, as boys go – I think your father should be pleased with you compared to some of the kids I hear about, wrecking cars right and left, on drugs and dropping out of school.’

      Arthur took no comfort from that. He felt vaguely uneasy, and glanced at his wristwatch.

      ‘Not late for me, but maybe for you.’

      ‘No. Got an English exam tomorrow, but in the afternoon, thank goodness, so I can sleep late if I want to.’

      Norma’s bulging eyes explored the corners of the room thoughtfully, as if looking for something. Arthur was reminded of fortune-tellers’ eyes gazing into crystal balls in cartoons. He had a sudden and unpleasant thought: Would his father try to block his going to Columbia, somehow? Was his father jealous of him because of Maggie? Crazy thought, since Arthur was not sure his father would know Maggie if he saw her, but his father knew of the family.

      ‘News from your grandmother?’ Norma asked.

      ‘Oh – yes. She’ll come for a visit this summer. I’m pretty sure.’ Arthur’s maternal grandmother lived in Kansas City, Missouri, and had a school for ballet and ballroom dancing.

      ‘Love to see her again. – And I’ll sure miss you when you take off in September, Arthur.’

      Norma talked on, and Arthur’s mind drifted. If for some reason his father balked at paying his Columbia fees, his grandmother Joan would certainly put in a good word for him, even probably contribute to the cost, which would be about ten thousand five hundred for the first year. It would be more, but Arthur had a fifteen-hundred-dollar grant on the basis of his biology grades. His grandmother was indeed different from his father, and even from his mother. Arthur suddenly remembered a fact he seldom thought about: His mother’s family, the Waggoners, had not been pleased about her marriage to his father. The Waggoners were better off and had been against her marrying a young man with no money and whose prospects were vague. However, once they had married, his mother had once told Arthur, her family had accepted Richard and even come to like him and respect him, and Arthur could see this in his grandmother’s attitude.



OEBPS/imagedata/Virago_ad.jpg





OEBPS/imagedata/9780349004983.jpg





OEBPS/imagedata/author.jpg





